Perspectives in fatal epidemics.
This article discusses four epidemics of fatal infectious diseases: a 1993 cluster of deaths among previously healthy persons in the southwestern United States that led to the identification of a new clinical syndrome, hantavirus pulmonary syndrome; the first epidemic of Ebola hemorrhagic fever identified in nearly two decades occurring in 1995 in Zaire, which resulted in 317 cases with a mortality rate of 77%; an outbreak of Legionnaires' disease among cruise ship passengers in 1994; and a 1989 cluster of illnesses among nonhuman primates in Reston, Virginia leading to the identification of a new strain of Ebola virus. In each outbreak, the public health emergency was recognized and reported by alert clinicians, and the control of disease was facilitated through rapid, coordinated responses involving multiple agencies. Such collaboration between clinical and public health entities and among various agencies will be increasingly needed as surveillance and diagnostic capabilities for emerging and reemerging infectious diseases are enhanced around the world.